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Abstract

Writing anxiety is a significant affective factor in English as a foreign language (EFL)
learning since it can shape learners’ perceptions of writing, reduce engagement with writing
tasks, and influence the quality of written performance. Although writing anxiety has been
widely discussed in EFL research, less is known about how Vietnamese EFL students interpret
writing anxiety as a dynamic experience shaped by linguistic, psychological, pedagogical,
sociocultural, and technological conditions. This qualitative study explores the factors
influencing writing anxiety among Vietnamese EFL students and the strategies they use to
cope with such anxiety. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with nine
Viethamese EFL students at a university in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam, and analyzed using
thematic analysis. Cheng’s (2004) L2 Writing Anxiety Framework was used as a sensitizing
conceptual lens to guide the study while allowing contextual themes to emerge from the data.
The findings show that students’ writing anxiety was associated with linguistic challenges,
cognitive and psychological pressures, evaluation and feedback, time and task demands,
social and cultural expectations, and technological and digital factors. Students coped with
anxiety through planning, emotional regulation, peer and teacher support, technology-
assisted strategies, and reflective growth. Notably, several factors, including feedback, peer
comparison, time pressure, and Al-assisted writing tools, functioned both as anxiety triggers
and coping resources. The study highlights the need for writing pedagogy that addresses both
the immediate emotional effects of writing anxiety and students’ longer-term development as
confident, autonomous, and ethically aware EFL writers.
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LO AU TRONG VIET TIENG ANH CUA SINH VIEN:
CAC YEU TO ANH HUONG VA CHIEN LUQC UNG PHO TAI
MOT TRUONG PAI HOC G PONG BANG SONG CUU LONG
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Lich s bai bao
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Tém tit

Lo du trong viét la mét yéu té cam xiic quan trong trong viéc hoc tiéng Anh nhir mét
ngoai ngit (EFL), vi né cé thé dinh hinh nhdn thire ciia nguoi hoc vé hoat dong viét, lam giam
miutc do tham gia vao cdc nhiém vu viét, va anh huong dén chat lwong bai viét. Mac dii lo Gu
trong viét da duoc thao lugn khd rong rdi trong nghién civu, van con it nghién cieu lam ré
cdch sinh vién EFL Viét Nam dién gidi lo du trong viét nhie mét trai nghiém mang tinh déng,
dwoe dinh hinh béi cdc diéu kién ngon ngit, tam ly, su pham, van héa-xa hoi va cong nghé.
Nghién ciru dinh tinh ndy kham pha cdc yeu 16 anh hwong dén lo du trong viét ciia sinh vién
EFL Viét Nam va cdac chién liwge ma ho sir dung ae wtng pho voi dang lo du nay. Dir liéu dwoc
thu thip thong qua phong van ban cdu triic véi chin sinh vién tai mot truong dai hoc & Pong
bang séng Ciu Long, Viét Nam, va dwoc phan tich bang phirong phdp phan tich chi de.
Khung Lo du trong viét ngon ngir thir hai cua Cheng (2004) dugc s dung nhu mot lang kinh
khdi niém dinh huéng nham dan ddt nghién ciru, dong thoi van cho phép cac chi dé mang
tinh boi canh xudt hién tir dit liéu. Két qua cho thay lo du trong viét ciia sinh vién c6 lién quan
dén cdc thach thirc ngon ngit, dp lwc nhan thire va tam 1y, hoat dong danh gia va phan héi,
yéu cdu vé thoi gian va nhiém vu, ky vong xd hoi va van hoa, ciing nhu cdc yeu 16 cong nghé
va ky thudt s6. Sinh vién ieng phé véi lo du théng qua viéc lap ké hoach, diéu tiét cam xiic, tim
kiém su hé tro tir ban bé va gidng vién, swr dung cac chién lugce hé tro bang cong nghé, va
phat trién nang lwc phan tw. Pdng chu y, mgt 0 yéu t6, bao gom phdn hoi, so sanh véi ban
beé, ap luc thoi gian va cdc cong cu viét ¢é hé tro  tri tué nhén tao, vira déng vai tro la tdc nhdan
gay lo dau, vira la nguon lic gitip sinh vién ung phé voi lo au. Nghién citu nhdn manh suw can
thiét ciia mét phwong phap su pham vzet quan tam dong thoi dén nhiing tdc dong cam xiic firc
thoi ciia lo du trong viét va sw phat trién lau dai cia sinh vién véi twe cach la nhitng nguoi viét
tw tin, tw chu va co nhdn thire dao duec.

Tir khéa: Chién heoc vmg phé, ky ndng viét, lo Gu trong viét, sinh vién EFL Viét Nam,
yeéu to anh huong.
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1. Introduction

The teaching and learning of English have become increasingly important in educational
contexts worldwide, particularly in countries where English is positioned as a key resource for
academic development, professional mobility, and international communication. In EFL
education, writing is commonly regarded as one of the most demanding language skills
because it requires learners to coordinate linguistic knowledge, rhetorical organization, idea
development, audience awareness, and task expectations (Graham, 2019). Unlike oral
communication, which may tolerate hesitation, reformulation, or immediate repair, written
communication often leaves a visible record of learners’ language use. For this reason, writing
can make students feel more exposed to evaluation and criticism.

Affective factors play an important role in shaping students’ experiences of writing.
Among these factors, anxiety has long been recognized as an influential variable in second
language learning (Horwitz et al., 1986; King et al., 1976). Anxiety may interfere with
concentration, cognitive processing, and sustained engagement, thereby constraining learners’
academic performance (Zheng, 2008). In writing classrooms, such anxiety may become
especially salient because students need to generate ideas, organize them coherently, select
appropriate vocabulary, use grammatical structures accurately, and respond to teachers’ or
peers’ expectations (Cheng, 2004). When learners experience negative emotions during this
process, they may hesitate, lose confidence, procrastinate, avoid writing tasks, or become
overly dependent on external support (Gibriel, 2019).

In the Vietnamese EFL context, writing anxiety is a relevant concern because English-
major students are often expected to demonstrate accuracy, coherence, and academic maturity
in written English. Previous studies have reported that Vietnamese students experience
difficulties in writing and that anxiety may affect their engagement with language learning
tasks (Le, 2023; Nguyen et al., 2023; Thach & Khau, 2025). However, existing research has
not sufficiently explained how writing anxiety is experienced by Vietnamese EFL students as
a context-sensitive phenomenon. Many studies identify common causes such as grammar,
vocabulary, fear of evaluation, and time pressure (Geng & Yayli, 2019), but fewer studies
examine how these causes interact with coping practices and classroom conditions. In addition,
the rapid growth of Al-assisted writing tools has changed how students experience writing
anxiety. Tools such as Grammarly and ChatGPT may reduce anxiety by providing immediate
linguistic support, yet they may also create new forms of anxiety related to authorship,
dependence, academic integrity, and independent writing ability (Barrot, 2023; Warschauer et
al., 2023).

This study addresses these gaps by examining both the factors influencing writing
anxiety and the coping strategies used by Vietnamese EFL students from a university in the
Mekong Delta context. Rather than treating writing anxiety as only an individual
psychological problem, the study views it as a dynamic experience shaped by the interaction
of personal, pedagogical, sociocultural, and technological conditions. This perspective is
important because some conditions that intensify anxiety may also become resources for
managing it. Accordingly, the study addresses the following research questions:

1. What factors influence Vietnamese EFL students’ writing anxiety?
2. What strategies do these students use to cope with writing anxiety?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Anxiety in Second Language Learning

Anxiety is generally understood as a feeling of discomfort, worry, or nervousness that
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arises when individuals anticipate negative outcomes. Spielberger (2013) conceptualized
anxiety as involving psychological and emotional reactions that may affect behavior and
performance. In second language learning, anxiety is not simply a general emotional state.
Rather, it is often connected to specific language learning situations in which learners feel
uncertain about their competence or fear negative evaluation.

Horwitz (2001) argued that language anxiety involves an inappropriate or excessive
emotional response to language learning situations. Maclntyre (1999) defined language
anxiety as the negative psychological reactions that occur when learners are required to learn
or use a language different from their first language. Although Horwitz emphasizes situation-
specific emotional responses to language learning, Maclntyre focuses more on anxiety’s
interference with cognitive processing and performance. These perspectives are
complementary but remain largely individual-centered, offering limited explanation of broader
pedagogical, sociocultural, and technological influences. Maclntyre and Gardner (1991)
further emphasized that language anxiety may interfere with language processing,
comprehension, and production. These perspectives suggest that anxiety affects not only how
learners feel but also how they think, perform, and participate in language learning.

In writing, anxiety may operate differently from anxiety in speaking or listening because
writing requires students to produce extended texts that can be reviewed, evaluated, and
compared (Cheng, 2004). Students may therefore worry not only about language errors but
also about idea quality, organization, coherence, teacher judgment, peer comparison, and
grades. These concerns make writing anxiety a complex construct that requires attention to
psychological, pedagogical, and social dimensions.

2.2. Writing Anxiety in EFL Learning

Writing is essential in English language learning since it allows students to express
ideas, demonstrate knowledge, and participate in academic communication. Harmer (2004)
argued that writing is a complex skill that must be consciously learned and developed. Unlike
speaking, which may develop through interaction and exposure, writing requires deliberate
attention to form, meaning, organization, and audience. Learners need to draw on vocabulary,
grammar, cohesion, coherence, and genre knowledge while also managing the cognitive
demands of planning, drafting, revising, and editing (Ali, 2022; Chicho, 2022; Sa’adah, 2020).

Because of these demands, writing can easily become anxiety-provoking for EFL
learners. Writing anxiety has been defined as a psychological state characterized by anxious
feelings, negative thoughts, and tension during the production of written language (Jawas,
2019). It may arise when learners are required to complete academic tasks such as essays,
reports, examinations, or timed compositions. Previous research has shown that writing
anxiety may have both facilitative and debilitative effects. Kiigiik (2023) noted that moderate
anxiety may increase alertness in some situations, but excessive anxiety can slow idea
generation, reduce confidence, and weaken writing performance. Learners with limited
grammar and vocabulary knowledge tend to experience stronger anxiety, especially when
writing about unfamiliar topics.

The literature therefore suggests that writing anxiety should not be viewed as a single
emotion caused by one factor. Rather, it emerges from the interaction of linguistic difficulty,
cognitive overload, self-evaluation, classroom assessment, feedback practices, social
comparison, and task conditions (Yu & Zhou, 2022). This interaction is particularly important
in EFL contexts, where students often have limited opportunities to use English outside the
classroom and may evaluate their ability through formal academic performance.
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2.3. Factors Influencing EFL Writing Anxiety

Previous studies have identified several sources of EFL writing anxiety. Linguistic
limitations are among the most frequently reported sources. Students may become anxious
when they lack vocabulary, are unsure about grammar, or cannot express ideas coherently
(Daud et al., 2005; Kusumaningputri et al., 2018). Such difficulties can reduce students’ sense
of control and make writing appear risky. However, linguistic difficulty does not operate alone.
It often interacts with cognitive and psychological factors such as self-doubt, perfectionism,
fear of failure, and negative self-evaluation. Students who believe that their writing must be
error-free may over-monitor their sentences, delay task completion, and become dissatisfied
with their own performance (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; King & Smith, 2017).

Evaluation and feedback also play a central role in writing anxiety. Feedback can help
students improve their writing, but it can also become threatening when students perceive it as
harsh, vague, public, or judgmental. It is showed that assessment and corrective feedback may
influence students’ emotional responses to writing (Jennifer & Ponniah, 2017; Liu & Ni, 2015;
Tsao et al., 2017). Peer comparison can further intensify anxiety when students interpret
others’ stronger performance as evidence of their own inadequacy (Zarrinabadi et al., 2024).
In contexts where students are concerned about losing face or being judged by classmates,
public correction and collective discussion of errors may become especially sensitive.

Task conditions also shape writing anxiety. Timed writing, complex prompts, unclear
instructions, and unfamiliar topics can increase pressure because students must manage
multiple writing demands within limited time (Geng & Yayli, 2019; Kirmizi & Kirmizi, 2015;
Lee, 2003). When task requirements are unclear, students may not know where to begin or
how to meet assessment expectations. Task complexity may also increase anxiety because it
requires more intensive idea generation, organization, and language production (Wu & Halim,
2024; Zabihi et al., 2020).

Sociocultural factors are equally relevant. In some Asian EFL contexts, students may
feel pressure to maintain face, meet family or social expectations, and keep up with peers.
Toyama and Yamazaki (2022) suggested that learners from collectivist backgrounds may
experience anxiety, embarrassment, or shyness in classroom contexts. Although such cultural
explanations should not be overgeneralized, they are useful for understanding why students
may hesitate to share writing publicly or feel discouraged when their work appears weaker
than that of classmates.

More recently, technological and digital factors have become part of the writing anxiety
landscape. Digital tools can reduce anxiety by offering grammar correction, vocabulary
suggestions, idea support, and instant feedback (Barrot, 2023; Kurniasih & Saukah, 2021). Al-
assisted tools may also increase writing confidence by reducing cognitive load and fear of
error (Shen & Tao, 2025). However, digital support may create new concerns. Students may
worry about becoming dependent, losing independent writing ability, producing unreliable
content, or being suspected of academic dishonesty (Yilmaz & Ustunel, 2025; Yu, 2024; Zahra
& Fithriani, 2025). Thus, technology may function both as a coping resource and as a new
source of writing anxiety.

2.4. Coping Strategies for Writing Anxiety

Coping strategies refer to the ways learners manage emotional, cognitive, and practical
difficulties during writing. Previous studies show that students use a range of strategies,
including planning, outlining, positive self-talk, relaxation, peer collaboration, teacher
consultation, revision, and technology-supported writing (Afdalia et al., 2023; Jawas, 2019;
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Qashoa, 2014). Cognitive and metacognitive strategies help students organize ideas and reduce
uncertainty before writing. Planning and outlining are especially useful because they make the
task more manageable and reduce pressure during drafting (Yan, 2024; Yunus et al., 2018).

Emotional regulation strategies help students manage the affective side of writing
anxiety. These may include taking breaks, writing in a quiet environment, reframing mistakes
as part of learning, or using positive self-talk. McGee (2019) suggested that self-
encouragement can support writing self-efficacy and confidence (Carroll, 2022). Social
strategies are also important. Peer feedback, peer collaboration, and teacher consultation can
reduce feelings of isolation and provide direction for revision (Kurniawati & Atmojo, 2022;
Rollinson, 2005; Yastibas & Yastibas, 2015). However, the effectiveness of social support
depends on how feedback is delivered and interpreted.

Technology-assisted strategies have become increasingly visible. Dictionaries,
grammar checkers, and Al tools can help students address vocabulary, grammar, organization,
and idea-generation problems. These tools may reduce anxiety by providing immediate
assistance, but they should be used critically (Dewi, 2022; Warschauer et al., 2023). If students
rely on them without developing independent writing ability, technology may reduce short-
term anxiety while increasing long-term insecurity. Therefore, coping with writing anxiety in
the digital age requires not only access to tools but also ethical and strategic digital literacy.

2.5. Conceptual Framework

This study draws on Cheng’s (2004) L2 Writing Anxiety Framework, which
conceptualizes writing anxiety as a multidimensional construct consisting of cognitive anxiety,
somatic anxiety, and avoidance behavior. Cognitive anxiety refers to worries, negative thoughts,
and concerns about writing performance. Somatic anxiety refers to physiological reactions such
as tension, nervousness, sweating, or a fast heartbeat. Avoidance behavior refers to reluctance to
engage in writing tasks or situations that trigger anxiety.

In the present study, Cheng’s framework was used as a sensitizing conceptual lens rather
than a rigid coding scheme. Rather than specifying hypotheses, Cheng’s (2004) framework
oriented both data collection and analysis: its three dimensions informed the interview
questions and deductive coding, while inductive coding allowed contextual factors to emerge.
However, because the study aimed to explore students’ perceived sources of anxiety and
coping strategies, the analysis also allowed broader contextual themes to emerge from the data.
As a result, the final themes represent not only the psychological manifestations of writing
anxiety but also the linguistic, pedagogical, sociocultural, and technological conditions that
shaped students’ anxious experiences. This flexible use of Cheng’s framework is appropriate
because writing anxiety is both an internal emotional experience and a socially situated
response to writing tasks, feedback, assessment, peer relations, and digital resources.
Accordingly, this framework captures cognitive, somatic, and avoidance manifestations of
writing anxiety, while linguistic, pedagogical, sociocultural, and technological factors are
treated as contextual conditions shaping these responses. Thus, these factors extend rather than
replace Cheng’s framework.

3. Research Methodology
3.1. Research Design

This study employed an exploratory qualitative research design to investigate the factors
influencing Vietnamese EFL students’ writing anxiety and the strategies they used to cope
with it. A qualitative approach was appropriate because writing anxiety is psychological,
experiential, and context-dependent. It involves students’ perceptions, emotions,
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interpretations, and responses to specific writing situations, which cannot be adequately
understood through numerical measures alone (Bogdan & Biklen, 1997; Creswell & Poth,
2016; Tisdell et al., 2025). In addition, semi-structured interviews were used as the primary
data collection method. This method allowed the researcher to guide the conversation around
predetermined themes while giving participants space to elaborate on their personal
experiences, feelings, and coping practices (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The exploratory
qualitative design therefore supported an in-depth understanding of how Vietnamese EFL
students experienced writing anxiety and how they attempted to manage it.

3.2. Participants

Nine Vietnamese EFL students from a university in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam,
voluntarily participated in the study. Purposive sampling was used to select participants who
had relevant experience with English writing. To be eligible, students were required to have
completed at least two writing courses in their academic program. This criterion ensured that
participants had sufficient exposure to academic writing tasks and could reflect meaningfully
on writing anxiety. The participants were between 21 and 22 years old. Given the focused
participant criteria and in-depth interviews, the sample was considered adequate for the
exploratory qualitative purpose of the study. Later interviews largely repeated previously
identified patterns, with no substantially new themes emerging.

3.3. Research Instrument

This study employed semi-structured interviews as the instrument for data collection.
To ease the interview process, a semi-structured interview protocol was developed based on
Cheng’s (2004) framework to explore students’ experiences of writing anxiety and coping
strategies, particularly questions related to cognitive anxiety, somatic reactions, and avoidance
behavior. At the same time, the protocol included broader questions about classroom
experiences, feedback, task demands, peer comparison, and digital tools to capture contextual
influences.

The protocol contained two main parts. The first part introduced the purpose of the
study, explained voluntary participation and confidentiality, and collected background
information about students’ English learning and writing experiences. The second part
included open-ended questions and follow-up probes organized around four areas (i.e.,
students’ understanding and personal experience of writing anxiety; factors that increased or
reduced anxiety; strategies used before, during, and after writing; and reflections on changes
in anxiety over time). Examples of guiding questions included: “What makes you feel anxious
when writing in English?”, “How do feedback and assessment affect your writing feelings?”,
“What do you usually do when you feel anxious before or during a writing task?”, “How do
digital tools influence your confidence or anxiety in writing?”” and the like.

3.4. Data Collection

Before data collection, informed consent was obtained from all participants. They were
informed of the research purpose, the voluntary nature of participation, the right to withdraw,
the use of audio recording, and measures for confidentiality. A pilot interview was conducted
with one Vietnamese EFL student who met the same selection criteria as the main participants.
The pilot helped assess the clarity, sequencing, and relevance of the interview questions. After
the pilot, only minor adjustments were made to improve the natural flow of probing questions.

The main interviews were conducted individually in a quiet room on the university
campus. Each interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and followed the semi-structured
protocol. The interview was conducted in Vietnamese, the mother tongue of both the
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interviewer and interviewee. This allows the interview to be clear and comprehensive
(Creswell, 2012). The researcher used flexible probes to encourage participants to elaborate
while keeping the discussion aligned with the research questions. With participants’ consent,
all interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed verbatim in Vietnamese for analysis.

3.5. Data Analysis

The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) six-phase procedure. First, the researcher familiarized herself with the data by reading
and rereading the Vietnamese transcripts. Initial notes were made about repeated ideas,
emotional expressions, and descriptions of writing situations. Second, meaningful segments
of the transcripts were coded. The coding process combined deductive and inductive
approaches. Cheng’s (2004) framework sensitized the researcher to cognitive anxiety, somatic
anxiety, and avoidance behavior, while the data also generated additional codes related to
linguistic difficulty, feedback, time pressure, peer comparison, face concern, and Al-assisted
writing. Third, related codes were grouped into candidate themes. For example, codes such as
limited vocabulary, grammar uncertainty, sentence construction, and difficulty linking ideas
were grouped under linguistic challenges. Codes such as fear of mistakes, perfectionism, grade
worry, and negative self-talk were grouped under cognitive and psychological factors. Fourth,
the candidate themes were reviewed against the full dataset to ensure that they accurately
represented participants’ accounts. Fifth, the themes were refined and named to clarify their
scope. Finally, the findings were written as an analytical narrative supported by illustrative
excerpts. The selected excerpts were translated into English for reporting with a careful check
by a qualified translator for their original meanings.

Trustworthiness was supported through repeated engagement with the transcripts,
iterative checking of candidate themes against the full dataset, and careful verification of
translated excerpts. These procedures were used to enhance the credibility and consistency of
the analysis.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Factors Influencing Vietnamese EFL Students’ Writing Anxiety
4.1.1. Linguistic Challenges

All participants identified linguistic challenges as a major source of writing anxiety.
Vocabulary was especially salient because students worried that they could not select words
accurately or express meanings precisely. Participant 1 explained that “English synonyms and
near-synonyms made my writing difficult because many words could not fully replace one
another”. This uncertainty made the participant anxious about whether the chosen words were
appropriate. In addition, English grammar also created some anxiety. For instance, Participant
2 stated that “[...] my limited grammar knowledge made me afraid to reread my writing
because 1 felt the text contained many mistakes and was not clear or convincing enough”.

While previous studies link limited language proficiency to writing apprehension (Daud
et al., 2005; Kusumaningputri et al., 2018), the present findings further suggest that linguistic
difficulties may intensify self-doubt and anticipated negative evaluation. It affected students’
confidence, willingness to revise, and anticipation of evaluation. When students doubted their
vocabulary or grammar, they became more likely to expect negative feedback and judge their
writing as weak before others evaluated it.

The findings also reveal that students reported difficulty organizing and connecting
ideas. Participant 1 shared: “Anxiety made it difficult for me to form complete sentences,
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choose suitable words, and organize my ideas clearly, so my writing often became confusing
and less coherent than I expected.” In a similar vein, Participant 7 worried about arranging
sentences naturally and coherently, expressing that, “/ was not only worried about grammar
but also about how to arrange my sentences naturally. Sometimes my ideas were there, but the
writing did not flow coherently”. This finding supports Chicho’s (2022) argument that
problems with expressing and connecting ideas can intensify anxious behaviors in writing. In
the present study, coherence and cohesion were not separate from anxiety. Rather, students’
concern about coherence increased their sense that writing was difficult to control.

4.1.2. Cognitive and Psychological Pressures

Cognitive and psychological pressures also contributed strongly to writing anxiety.
Several participants described perfectionism, repeated self-checking, and fear of producing
imperfect writing. Participant 1, for instance, explained: “I always wanted my sentences to be
grammatically correct and my vocabulary choices to be accurate, so I checked them again
and again because I was afraid small mistakes would weaken my writing”. This form of
perfectionism had a dual role. It motivated students to improve their writing, but it also
increased pressure, self-criticism, and dissatisfaction. Consistent with previous research, but
extending it to EFL writing, perfectionism appeared to be double-edged, encouraging
improvement while increasing anxiety, self-criticism, and delayed writing (Barabadi et al.,
2023; Besser et al., 2020; Chasetareh et al., 2023; Chen et al., 2022; Tao et al., 2025). It also
made feedback more emotionally sensitive.

The findings additionally indicate that negative thoughts before and during writing were
also common. Students worried about whether they could complete the task, what grade they
would receive, or whether they might fail the course (Students 2 and 5). Some students felt
anxious because “I did not know how to begin an introduction or develop my ideas clearly, so
1 often felt stuck before writing and became unsure about what to write next.” (Participant 7).
These findings reflect Cheng’s (2002) claim that confidence and self-assurance are central to
L2 writing anxiety. They also support studies showing that idea generation, self-doubt, and
grade-related worry are significant sources of anxiety (Geng & Yayli, 2019; Ippun et al., 2023;
Jia, 2024; Paramarti et al., 2023; Yan, 2024; Zhao et al., 2019).

4.1.3. Evaluation and Feedback-Related Pressure

The findings show that evaluation and feedback were powerful influences on writing
anxiety. All participants indicated that teachers’ comments, grades, and peer responses could
shape how they felt about writing. To illustrate, Participant 5, for instance, said: “I feared that
my classmates would think my writing was poor, simple, or not worth reading, and that my
teachers would judge it negatively because of my grammar mistakes and weak ideas.”
Similarly, Participant 2 stated that: “[...] negative teacher feedback made me feel that I had
many weaknesses and was criticized more than appreciated”. These findings support previous
research showing that feedback and assessment practices can influence students’ emotional
responses to writing (Jennifer & Ponniah, 2017; Liu & Ni, 2015; Tsao et al., 2017). However,
the present study adds that feedback was experienced through students’ expectations of
judgment. Students did not only react to actual comments; they anticipated criticism before
receiving it. This anticipation intensified cognitive anxiety and sometimes made students
reluctant to share their work.

Furthermore, peer comparison also increased anxiety. Some participants compared their
writing with classmates’ writing and interpreted lower grades or weaker performance as
evidence of personal inadequacy. Participant 6 expressed: “Receiving a lower grade than my
peers reduced my confidence because it made me feel that my writing ability was weaker and

9



Dong Thap University Journal of Science, Online First (2026): 1-19

that I could not meet the teacher’s expectations”. This finding resonates with Zarrinabadi et
al. (2024), who found that learners’ beliefs about ability may shape emotional reactions to
competition and comparison. In the present study, comparison was particularly anxiety-
provoking when students believed that their peers wrote more easily or naturally.

4.1.4. Time and Task Demands

Time pressure was one of the most frequently reported anxiety triggers. Eight
participants stated that tight deadlines or timed writing made them anxious. Participant 1, for
instance, described physical reactions such as “When deadlines approached, I often felt my
heart beating fast, my hands shaking, and my body sweating because I was afraid I could not
finish the writing task well.” Similarly, Participant 3 felt that, “Time pressure prevented me
from writing carefully because I had to finish quickly, so I could not plan my ideas, check my
grammar, or revise my writing thoroughly.” These narratives reflect both somatic and
cognitive anxiety, showing that time pressure affected students physically and mentally. This
finding is consistent with Kirmizi and Kirmizi’s (2015) conclusion that time pressure is an
influential source of writing anxiety. It also supports Geng and Yayli’s (2019) argument that
writers need time to plan, draft, revise, and refine their texts. When students perceive time is
insufficient, they may lose their sense of control and view the task as unmanageable.

Unclear instructions and task complexity also intensified anxiety. All participants
emphasized that vague instructions made it difficult to start writing or stay on topic. Participant
1, for instance, stated: “Unclear instructions made me feel confused and unsure about where
to begin, because I did not fully understand the topic, requirements, or what the teacher
expected from my writing.” In a similar vein, Participant 2 said that, “Unclear prompts led me
to revise my writing many times and wasted a lot of time because I was unsure whether my
ideas matched the topic and requirements.” Complex tasks further challenged confidence,
particularly when students felt that task requirements exceeded their language ability. These
findings align with research showing that task complexity can increase nervousness and reduce
writing performance (Qashoa, 2014; Wu & Halim, 2024; Zabihi et al., 2020). In this study, it
shows that task difficulty was anxiety-provoking not only because of language demands but
also because students were uncertain about expectations.

4.1.5. Social and Cultural Expectations

Social and cultural expectations appeared in participants’ accounts, although less
frequently than linguistic, evaluative, and task-related factors. Four participants referred to
face-related concerns. Participant 1 stated that: “The fear of losing face was real and that I felt
nervous about others judging my writing”. Participant 7 said: “I worried about losing face in
front of my classmates, and this made me hesitate to share my writing because I was afraid
they would notice my mistakes and judge me negatively.” These findings suggest that public
exposure of writing may be emotionally sensitive in contexts where students are concerned
about social image and peer judgment. The findings are consistent with Gao’s (2025)
discussion of face-saving concerns in L2 activities and with research showing that peer
feedback may reduce anxiety when conducted supportively (Kurt & Atay, 2007; Rollinson,
2005). In the present study, students felt more motivated when public comments were positive,
but they feared embarrassment when their mistakes were visible to others. This suggests that
social context influences not only whether students participate but also how they interpret
feedback.

The findings show that two participants mentioned collectivist expectations, especially
the desire to keep up with classmates. Participant 6 felt “the need to improve writing to be on
par with peers”, while Participant 9 worried about “falling behind”. These accounts partially
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support Toyama and Yamazaki’s (2022) claim that collectivist orientations may be associated
with classroom anxiety. However, because only a few participants discussed this factor, the
finding should be interpreted cautiously. In this study, sociocultural expectations were present
but less dominant than immediate classroom and task-related pressures.

4.1.6. Technological and Digital Factors

Digital tools, especially Al-assisted writing tools, played a complex role in students’
writing anxiety. Six participants reported that tools such as Grammarly and ChatGPT helped
reduce anxiety by supporting grammar, vocabulary, and idea generation. Sharing this view,
Participant 1 said: “ChatGPT helped my worry less about grammar and vocabulary”, while
Participant 3 said that “/...] digital tools improved my confidence in grammar”. These
responses suggest that technology may reduce cognitive load and fear of error.

However, it is interesting to note that eight participants expressed concerns about using
Al tools. To illustrate, Participant 1 worried that “/ worried that teachers might suspect me of
using Al even when the writing was completely my own, and this made me feel nervous about
submitting my work or explaining how I developed my ideas.” Sharing the same view,
Participant 4 feared “becoming unable to write independently without Al support, especially
in in-class tests”. These concerns reveal new forms of writing anxiety related to authorship,
dependence, academic integrity, and independent performance. This finding is one of the
study’s most important contributions. Previous research has shown that Al tools may lower
writing anxiety and increase confidence (Shen & Tao, 2025), but also that excessive
dependence may reduce autonomy and create uncertainty about originality (Yilmaz & Ustunel,
2025; Yu, 2024; Zahra & Fithriani, 2025). The present study supports both perspectives. Al-
assisted tools functioned as immediate coping resources, but they also generated longer-term
anxiety when students questioned whether their writing ability was genuinely improving. This
suggests that writing anxiety in contemporary EFL contexts increasingly includes
technological and ethical dimensions.

It should be noted that these above mentioned factors did not operate independently.
Linguistic difficulties could increase self-doubt and perfectionism, while unclear tasks and
peer comparison could intensify fear of evaluation. Similarly, Al tools could reduce linguistic
anxiety but create concerns about dependence and originality. Thus, writing anxiety appeared
to emerge from interacting rather than isolated factors. Furthermore, The Mekong Delta
context may help explain these findings. English is increasingly important for study and
employment in the region (Yen, 2022), while opportunities for using English beyond the
classroom may remain limited (Vo et al., 2018). These conditions may heighten linguistic
insecurity and evaluation concerns while increasing students’ reliance on feedback and digital
tools for support.

4.2. Strategies Used by Students to Cope with Writing Anxiety
4.2.1. Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies

Students commonly used cognitive and metacognitive strategies to manage anxiety.
Planning and outlining were especially useful because they helped students organize ideas
before writing. Participant 6 stated: “You know, preparation helped me control my anxiety
because planning gave me a clear direction, helped me organize my ideas, and made me feel
more confident before starting the writing task”. Similarly, Participant 1 said: “I think that
making an outline reduced worry about ideas during writing”. These strategies gave students
a sense of control and reduced cognitive overload. This finding supports Yan’s (2024)
argument that planning and outlining are important for novice academic writers. It also aligns
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with Yunus et al. (2018), who emphasized the value of pre-writing activities. In the present
study, planning was not only a writing strategy but also an emotional support mechanism. By
creating an outline, students reduced uncertainty and made writing feel more manageable.

The findings also reveal that one participant described “breaking writing tasks into
smaller parts, such as writing a few sentences or one paragraph at a time” (Participant 3).
Although this strategy was not widely reported, it appeared effective in reducing mental
overload. It also suggests a practical pedagogical implication, saying that teachers can help
anxious writers by dividing writing tasks into staged steps rather than expecting them to
produce complete texts immediately.

4.2.2. Emotional Regulation Strategies

The findings show that students also used emotional regulation strategies to reduce
anxiety. Some participants mentioned relaxation, quiet writing environments, and short breaks.
Participant 8, for instance, said: “I preferred writing in a calm place rather than a noisy
environment because silence helped me concentrate better, organize my ideas more clearly,
avoid distractions, and feel more relaxed and less anxious while writing”. Others used positive
self-talk as a supporting technique. Participant 1 reminded herself to “write first and fix
mistakes later”, while Participant 9 “tried to maintain a positive attitude before writing
because it helped me feel calmer, believe that I could complete the task, and reduce the fear
of making mistakes”. These strategies show that students were not passive victims of anxiety.
They actively attempted to regulate their emotions and maintain focus. The findings align with
research showing that relaxation, self-encouragement, and positive thinking can help students
cope with academic stress (Afdalia et al., 2023; Carroll, 2022; Jawas, 2019; McGee, 2019;
Talasee & Poopatwiboon, 2024). In this study, positive self-talk was particularly important
because it challenged students’ perfectionistic tendency to avoid writing until they felt ready.

4.2.3. Social and Resource-based Strategies

It is interesting to note that many participants sought support from friends and teachers.
Six participants reported asking peers or teachers for feedback. Participant 1, for instance
asked friends for feedback or encouragement, expressing that “To be motivated and
encouraging, I intentionally asked my classmates for their feedback. 1 believe that with their
feedback, I can do better”, while Participant 2 felt that, “[...] Peer comments helped me correct
my mistakes more quickly, even when they were slightly painful to hear, because they showed
me problems I had not noticed in my own writing.” Peer collaboration also helped students
generate ideas and recognize common errors.

Teacher consultation was another important strategy. Participants valued teachers’
suggested structures, vocabulary lists, and constructive feedback. They felt less anxious when
teachers provided clear guidance and helped them understand how to improve. These findings
support previous research showing that peer collaboration and teacher feedback can reduce
writing anxiety when delivered in a supportive manner (Gibriel, 2019; Jawas, 2019;
Kurniawati & Atmojo, 2022; Qashoa, 2014; Yastibas & Yastibas, 2015). However, the
findings also show that social support is double-edged. Peer feedback can reduce anxiety when
it is constructive, but it can intensify anxiety when students fear judgment. Teacher feedback
can guide improvement, but it can discourage students when perceived as overly negative.
Therefore, the effectiveness of social support depends on the quality of classroom interaction
and feedback culture.

4.2.4. Technology-assisted Strategies

The findings show that many participants used digital tools such as dictionaries,
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grammar checkers, and Al assistants to support writing. These tools helped students address
vocabulary and grammar uncertainty, generate ideas, and feel more confident. Participant 2
shared: “I felt relieved after using Al to check my writing because it helped me identify
grammar mistakes, improve word choices, and feel more confident before submitting my
work.”, while Participant 3 used Al for “relevant vocabulary and grammar suggestions”. This
finding aligns with studies showing that technology can support writing by providing
immediate feedback and reducing fear of error (Barrot, 2023; Kurniasih et al., 2023; Kurniasih
& Saukah, 2021). In the present study, technology-assisted strategies were particularly useful
because they allowed students to manage anxiety independently before seeking human
feedback. However, students’ concerns about Al dependence suggest that technology should
be integrated with explicit instruction on ethical and strategic use. Teachers should help
students use Al as a learning support, not as a substitute for independent writing development.

4.2.5. Growth and Reflective Strategies

Students also coped with anxiety through repeated practice and reflection. Five students
reported that continued exposure to writing tasks helped them become more confident.
Participant 1 shared: “I felt less scared after taking more writing courses and learning more
vocabulary and sentence structures because I understood how to express my ideas more
clearly and accurately.” In a similar vein, Participant 4 stated: “It’s true that writing
continuously helped me gradually become used to it, because regular practice made writing
feel less frightening, improved my confidence, and helped me handle writing tasks more calmly
over time”. One participant practiced writing under time pressure to become more familiar
with examination conditions. These findings suggest that writing anxiety can decrease when
students gain experience and reinterpret earlier difficulties as part of learning. Repeated
writing practice may help students build familiarity, confidence, and tolerance for pressure
(Kaplan et al., 2025). Reflective engagement with previous writing experiences may also help
students recognize progress and develop more adaptive attitudes (Ghane et al., 2024).
Importantly, growth-oriented coping strategies address long-term development rather than
only immediate anxiety relief.

5. Conclusion and Implications

This study explored the factors influencing Vietnamese EFL students’ writing anxiety
and the strategies they used to cope with it. The findings show that writing anxiety was shaped
by six interrelated groups of factors. They include linguistic challenges, cognitive and
psychological pressures, evaluation and feedback, time and task demands, social and cultural
expectations, and technological and digital factors. These factors were not isolated. Linguistic
insecurity could intensify fear of feedback; unclear task requirements could increase self-
doubt; peer comparison could reinforce negative self-evaluation; and Al-assisted writing tools
could reduce immediate anxiety while creating new concerns about dependence and
originality.

The findings also show that students used multiple coping strategies, including
planning, outlining, emotional regulation, peer and teacher support, technology-assisted
strategies, and reflective practice. A central contribution of the study is the finding that some
factors functioned both as anxiety triggers and coping resources. Feedback, peer interaction,
time pressure, and Al tools did not have fixed effects. Their influence depended on how
students experienced, interpreted, and used them. This suggests that writing anxiety should be
understood as dynamic and context-sensitive rather than as a purely individual psychological
problem.

Theoretically, the findings extend Cheng’s (2004) framework by showing that
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contextual factors are not simply fixed sources of anxiety. Feedback, peer interaction, time
pressure, and Al tools could function as both anxiety triggers and coping resources depending
on how students interpreted and used them. This dual role suggests that writing anxiety is
dynamic and relational, shaped by interactions between individual responses and contextual
conditions.

Several pedagogical implications can be drawn from the findings. First, teachers should
provide clear writing prompts, assessment criteria, and examples so that students understand
task expectations before writing. Second, writing instruction should be staged through
brainstorming, outlining, drafting, peer review, revision, and reflection. Such staging can
reduce cognitive overload and make writing more manageable. Third, feedback should be
specific, constructive, private when appropriate, and focused on improvement rather than
judgment. Teachers should avoid public critique that may increase students’ fear of losing
face. Fourth, peer feedback should be carefully structured so that students learn how to give
respectful and useful comments. Fifth, timed writing should be introduced gradually to help
students build confidence under pressure. Finally, students should be taught how to use Al-
assisted writing tools ethically and strategically. Al should be framed as a learning aid that
supports idea development, language checking, and revision, but students also need
opportunities to write independently without digital support.

Notably, the study has several limitations. First, it involved only nine participants from
one university, which limits the transferability of the findings. Second, the study relied on self-
reported interview data and did not include writing samples, classroom observations, or
teachers’ perspectives. Accordingly, the findings should be interpreted as participants’
perceived experiences rather than as triangulated accounts of actual classroom practices.
Third, participant demographic information was limited, making it difficult to compare anxiety
across proficiency levels, gender, achievement, or digital literacy. Fourth, the study was cross-
sectional and therefore could not fully examine how writing anxiety and coping strategies
changed over time. Finally, although Al-assisted writing emerged as an important theme, this
area remains relatively new and requires further investigation. Future research should address
these limitations by involving larger and more diverse samples across Vietnamese EFL
contexts and, where appropriate, incorporating quantitative measures to complement interview
data. To reduce reliance on self-report, future studies could combine interviews with writing
samples or classroom observations, while longitudinal designs could examine changes in
anxiety and coping over time. Further research should also examine how Al use relates to
anxiety, autonomy, and independent writing development.

Declaration of Generative Al and Al-assisted Technologies in the Writing Process

During the preparation of this work the authors used ChatGPT in order to assist with
language revision. The authors then reviewed and edited the content as needed and take full
responsibility for the content of the published article.
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